Antepartum fetal heart rate monitoring. A semi-quantitative evaluation of the 'non-stressed' fetal heart rate.
1964 recordings (from 246 patients were analysed on the basis of a semi-quantitative evaluation of base-line heart rate variability. All the tracings were obtained in the antepartum period, between the 20th wk of pregnancy and prior to the onset of labour. None of the recordings were made during labour or after induction of uterine activity so that a 'non-stressed' fetal heart rate test was obtained in every case. The percentage of flat tracing in each recording and the presence of sinusoidal patterns were compared with the neonatal outcome. When the tracings included a more than 50% flat pattern, 81.8% of the babies were distressed at birth. When a less than 50% flat recording was present only 11.4% of the neonates were distressed. Sinusoidal patterns were more frequently associated with abnormal tracings including those with more than 50% flat recordings. The presence of sinusoidal features did not significantly influence the neonatal outcome for tracings with a less than 50% anomaly: conversely sinusoidal patterns superimposed on a more than 50% flat tracing were predictive of fetal compromise and neonatal distress in 100% of the cases. These results allow to advocate the use of 'non-stressed' antepartum fetal heart rate monitoring, as a reliable test in the management of high risk pregnancies.